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Of course you understand that it is impossible to imitate
nature literally; the utmost realism of the most realistic
painter falls a long way short of that; and as to the work
which must be done by ordinary men, not unskilled or dull
to beauty, the attempt to attain to realism would be sure to
result in obscuring their intelligence, and in starving you of
all the beauty which you desire in your hearts, but which
you have not learned to express by means of art.
Let us go back to our wall again, and think of it If you
are to put nothing on it but what strives to be a literal
imitation of nature, all you can do is to have a few cut
flowers or bits of boughs nailed to it, with perhaps a blue-
bottle fly or a butterfly here and there. Well, I don't deny
that this may make good decoration now and then, but if
all decoration had to take that form I think weariness of it
would drive you to a white-washed wall; and at the best
it is a very limited view to take of nature.
Is it not better to be reminded, however simply, of the
close vine-trellis that keeps out the sun by the Nile side; or
of the wild woods and their streams, with the dogs panting
beside them; or of the swallows sweeping above the garden
boughs toward the house-eaves where their nestlings are,
while the sun breaks the clouds on them; or of the many-
flowered summer meadows of Picardy ? Is not all this better
than having to count day after day a few sham-real boughs
and flowers, casting sham-real shadows on your walls, with
little hint of anything beyond Covent Garden in them ?
You may be sure that any decoration is futile, and has
fallen into at least the first stage of degradation, when it
does not remind you of something beyond itself, of some-
thing of which it is but a visible symbol.